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In 1999 a national survey of 2,100 members of the Australian Psychological Society (APS) 
was undertaken to investigate Australian psychologists’ ethical beliefs and behaviours 
(Sullivan, 2002).  As part of this survey, participants were asked to rate the usefulness of 
various sources of ethics information.  Approximately six hundred respondents answered 
this section of the survey, indicating Australian psychologists consider a range of sources of 
information about ethics useful and favour discussions with colleagues.  Results are 
discussed in relation to findings from overseas surveys that have also addressed this issue, 
and several recommendations are made about future ethics education. 
 
Recent research on the ethical beliefs and behaviours of Australian psychologists suggests 
there are a number of behaviours psychologists find difficult to judge in terms of ethics 
(Sullivan, 2002).  For example, when asked to rate how ethical specific behaviours were 
one fifth of a sample of 633 members of the Australian Psychological Society (APS) 
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responded “don’t know/not sure” to eight out of 88 survey items.  These behaviours were 
primarily related to financial dealings with clients, such as using a collection agency to 
collect late fees, using a law suit to collect client fees, or performing forensic work for a 
contingency fee (Sullivan, 2002).  Although, it may be argued this is a relatively small 
percentage of items, similar findings have been noted in North American ethics surveys 
(e.g., Pope et al., 1987) suggesting that judging the ethicality of these behaviours may be a 
relatively widespread problem among psychologists (Sullivan, 2002).   
 If we accept there are some behaviours psychologists find difficult to judge in terms 
of ethics, then it is pertinent to ask: where do psychologists seek information about ethics, 
and which sources of ethics do they find useful?  Data on this question was collected as part 
of a larger survey of Australian psychologists’ ethical beliefs and behaviours (Sullivan, 
2002) and is the subject of this report.   
Method 
Full details of the method used to conduct this survey have been provided elsewhere 
(Sullivan, 2002).  Briefly, the data consisted of responses from APS members to an ethics 
survey based on that devised by Pope et al. (1987).  This part of the survey attracted a 
variable response rate (range = 56 to 656), with an average response rate of 619 excluding 
the response rate for the “other” category (n = 56).  
Participants were asked to evaluate the effectiveness of nine sources of ethics 
information.  These included discussions with colleagues about ethical issues and relevant 
APS publications, such as the Code of Ethics and Ethical Guidelines.  Information sources 
were evaluated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “not at all useful” to “extremely 
useful” with a separate “not applicable” category.  A second question asked respondents 
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who indicated they used the APS Code of Ethics, which version of the APS Code of Ethics 
they used most frequently. 
Results 
Excluding the “Other” category, discussions with colleagues and referring to APS 
publications (Code of Ethics/Ethical Guidelines) were rated as the most useful sources of 
information about ethics, defined as those sources of ethics rated as extremely useful by 
approximately 50% of the sample (see Table 1).  Other sources of information were 
generally rated as useful.  The greatest variability in ratings was found for items relating to 
State Registration Boards, university coursework, and APS staff.  This variability was due 
to the number of respondents who rated these sources of information about ethics as “not at 
all useful”.  Such ratings were made by 114, 76 and 72 participants respectively or by 
between 13 and 18% of the sample for these items. 
To determine if differences between sources of information about ethics were 
statistically significant, a one-way repeated measures ANOVA was conducted.  The within-
subjects factor for this analysis (information source) had eight levels.  The results of this 
comparison revealed statistically significant differences between ratings for various sources 
of information about ethics, F (8, 296) = 13.049, p = .000 (see Table 1).  Deviation 
contrasts comparing the mean of each level with the overall mean for all categories 
(excluding the “other” category) showed that sources of information rated significantly 
higher than the overall mean were discussions with colleagues, independent reading, and 
APS publications.  Two sources of information rated significantly lower than the mean 
overall; these were APS National Office staff and professional development.  
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The highest rating of “don’t know” or “not applicable” responses (n = 237) was 
recorded for the APS National Office staff category and was substantially higher than that 
recorded for any other information source.  This suggests that fewer people may have 
identified APS National Office staff as a potential source of information about ethics and 
thus the perceived usefulness of this source of information about ethics was lower, on 
average, than that recorded for other sources.   
“Other” sources of ethics information accessed by members of this sample were 
nominated and described by a small proportion of this sample (n = 56).  These sources of 
ethics information were non-placement supervision (25%), information from other 
professional organisations (20.5%), and to a lesser extent (less than 20% of the sample) 
other psychology association guidelines, general reading, personal values and experience, 
and the Internet.  
Interestingly, of those who answered the question about the format of the Code of 
Ethics consulted, 73% of respondents indicated they most frequently accessed the APS 
Code of Ethics in hardcopy, rather than any other format.  A relatively small percentage of 
those using the Code (8% of respondents) indicated that they accessed the Code in non-
print formats, including the disk version, or the version of the Code available via the APS 
homepage.   
Discussion 
The aim of this paper was to report on data about the sources of ethics information 
Australian psychologists find useful collected as part of a larger study (Sullivan, 2002).  
Similar questions regarding the usefulness of various ethics resources have been asked in 
overseas ethics survey (e.g., Pope et al., 1987), permitting some comparison of results. 
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Findings related to perceived effectiveness of various sources of information about 
ethics were largely consistent with previous reports (Haas et al., 1986; Pope et al., 1987).  
That is, previous studies have shown that discussions with colleagues are perceived as a 
useful source of information about ethics.  In this study, APS publications and discussions 
with colleagues were perceived as the most useful sources of information about ethics.   
It is also important to note that whilst most other sources of ethics information were 
generally regarded favourably by participants(e.g. independent reading, internship 
supervision, and continuing education courses), responses about information obtained from 
university coursework, State Registration Boards and APS National Office staff were most 
variable.  Reasons for this variability cannot be identified, though it may be worth noting 
the demonstration of relatively large variability in perceptions of the usefulness of 
university based ethics training is consistent with recent reports of substantial variability in 
such training (Davidson et al., 2003).  
Some caution is warranted in the interpretation of these results.  Several limitations 
with surveys of this type have been noted previously and specifically in relation to this 
study (Sullivan, 2002).  These limitations include factors such as the generalizability of 
results (given a less than perfect response rate), and the representativeness of findings 
across psychologists from all specialities since most survey respondents in this study 
identified themselves as clinical or counselling psychologists, with the highest response 
rate from APS members in South and Western Australia (Sullivan, 2002).   
In addition to these general limitations it is particularly important to note some 
specific limitations of the data reported here.  That is, ratings about the effectiveness of 
various sources of information about ethics reported in this study do not tell us how this 
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information was used, whether the most appropriate source was consulted, how often 
information from a particular source was sought, whether single or multiple sources were 
consulted, or the accuracy and utility of such information.  Clearly, such questions could 
form the basis of future investigations and their inclusion would represent a significant 
advance over previous research, which has not typically sought to address such issues.   
In addition, an issue of particular importance that may be the focus of future 
research involves further investigation of the nature of the discussions colleagues have in 
relation to ethics.  For example, given that discussions with colleagues were reported as a 
popular way of seeking information about ethics in this and other similar studies, further 
study into the nature of such discussions may be needed to ensure that information 
disseminated in this manner goes beyond an osmotic process; a model of ethics education 
that has been widely criticised (Davidson, 2000; Eberlein, 1987; Haas et al., 1986; 
Handelsman, 1986).  Also, it may be important to consider if there are ways of facilitating 
such discussions.  For example, university training in ethics might need to teach students 
how to communicate effectively and appropriately about ethical dilemmas.  This might 
involve implementation of ethical problem-solving models such as those endorsed by the 
Canadian Psychologists Association and prominent North American authors (e.g., Koocher 
& Keith-Speigal, 1998), or greater inclusion of philosophically based teaching of ethics 
(Davidson et al., 2003; Miner & Petocz, 2000).  Finally, considering better ways of 
managing the logistics of how discussions might occur could also be important.  For 
example, establishing discussion groups might be particularly difficult for some 
practitioners (e.g., rural and remote practitioners) and the feasibility of establishing an 
ethics interest group could be explored. 
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A notable finding in this survey was the relatively high percentage of respondents 
(40%) who rated the effectiveness of APS staff in providing them with information about 
ethics as “not applicable” or “don’t know”.  Perhaps this group of respondents did not 
recognise APS National Office staff as a source of information about ethics or had little or 
no experience of working with National Office staff in this capacity.  This may suggest that 
ethics advisory mechanisms within the APS such as the APS National Office psychologist 
need to be more broadly promoted (e.g., an awareness campaign could be run on the APS 
website, along the lines used to promote awareness of conferences)1, or that more time 
needs to elapse for several recent initiatives of this type to take effect (Davidson, 2000b).  
 
                                                 
1 Whilst this paper was under review the APS National Office psychologist presented a 
series of ethics seminars in 2004.  To some extent such seminars may have served to 
promote awareness of APS ethics advisory mechanisms.  Another relevant change has been 
the introduction of the APS Matters fortnightly email alerting service.  This service has 
periodically highlighted ethical issues. 
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Table 1.  Descriptive statistics reflecting Australian psychologists’ perceptions of the effectiveness of nine sources of 
information about ethics.  Ratings were made on a five-point Likert scale, such that higher ratings reflect more favourable 
ratings.  Sources of ethics information are listed in order of perceived importance. 
 
 
Source of information about ethics N Mean (SD) Mode F 
Discussions 654 4.48 (.57) 5 .000* 
APS publications 656 4.43 (.67) 5 .000* 
Placement supervision 551 4.25 (.81) 4 .261 
Other 56 4.23 (.95) 5 N/A2 
Reading 652 4.17 (.74) 4 .000* 
Professional development activities 606 3.92 (.87) 4 .455 
University coursework3 615 3.89 (1.02) 4 .661 
State Registration Board 632 3.40 (1.15) 4 .000* 
APS National Office staff3 584 3.36 (1.06) 4 .000* 
 
                                                 
2 Other category not evaluated. 
3 Undergraduate or postgraduate. 
3 Exact wording of item on the questionnaire referred to the position of APS National Office psychologist or other APS directors/staff. 
